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ABSTRACT 
The number of English Language Learners, both appropriately and inappropriately, 
placed in Special Education has risen in the public education system.  This requires Special 
Education classrooms to incorporate language acquisition opportunities into the child’s 
education, but the school systems are not currently prepared to provide this to the staff and 
students.  There is a lack of culturally and linguistically appropriate curricula, limited 
collaboration between parents and teachers, and incomplete IEPs affecting students placed in 
Special Education and learning English as a second language.  The purpose of the project is to 
address the needs of staff and families working with students who have ELL needs in a Special 
Education setting.  It focuses on three areas: collaboration, IEPs and curriculum.  The handbook, 
Supporting English Language Learners with Disabilities in Special Education, contains three 
subsections each with various resources for teachers to use.  These materials include templates 
for teachers to share with other teachers, service providers, parents, and students to support all 
personnel both in and out of school.  The second part of the project contains an adapted version 
of the Culturally Responsive and Relevant IEP Builder (CRRIB) to facilitate cultural and 
linguistic conversation around the IEP (Barrio, Miller, Hsiao, Dunn, Petersen, Hollingshead, & 
Banks 2017).  The third section of the handbook provides a variety of resources to support 
English language development in the classroom.  The final section of the project includes blank 
templates of everything offered in the first three sections.  This handbook can be a general guide 
to supporting collaboration, the creation of culturally and linguistically appropriate IEPs, and 
finding curriculum materials.  Ultimately, included resources can be adapted based on the 
specific needs of the learners.  Through the use of this research and project, teachers, parents and 
students will be able to improve the academic, cultural, and linguistic support for students who 
Y






The public education system is constructed of different teachers, paraeducators, speech 
pathologists, parent volunteers, administrators, custodians, office staff, librarians, occupational 
therapists, interns, and most importantly: students.  Within just the student population, students 
are often split into various groups based on their learning styles, intelligence, language, academic 
needs, and socioeconomic status to name a few.  These labels can be beneficial or harmful to 
students and their ability to achieve.  Two labels that, if not properly supported, may cause the 
most direct impact on a child’s education: 1) the identification of Special Education (SPED) and 
2) classification as an English Language Learner (ELL).  Despite extensive testing and, in most
cases, genuine concern regarding a child’s education, students are often improperly placed in 
Special Education due to their second language acquisition (Watkins & Liu, 2013).  However, 
even when students are accurately identified with having a disability and are language learners, 
schools often fail to properly support both of these areas of need. 
Statement of the Problem 
Students identified as both language learners and learning disabled require a 
change in public education practice.  Over the last ten years, the number of ELL students who 
qualify for Special Education has risen requiring a variety of modifications in the classroom.  In 
the 2009-2010 school year, 518,088 students in the United States were identified as limited 
English Proficiency in addition to having a disability (Watkins & Liu, 2013).  California school 
students represented 39% of that nationwide statistic (Watkins & Liu,  2013).  Much of the 
concern lies with the over representation of ELL students in Special Education classes.  With an 
enlarged number of ELL students in Special Education programs, there is a high need for 
culturally and linguistically appropriate opportunities and support for students.   
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Currently there is a lack of culturally and linguistically appropriate curricula and limited 
collaboration between parents and teachers which has an adverse effect on IEPs (Barerra, 2013).  
Despite ongoing research, many teachers do not have access to research-based training and 
support in the area of teaching ELL students with special needs (Tyler & Garcia, 2013).  As a 
result, many educators lack the skills to be able to include language development support within 
IEPs (Hoover, Erickson, Patton, Sacco & Tran, 2018).  Due to insufficient guidance for teachers, 
many are ill prepared to support and create IEPs that are relevant to a child’s linguistic abilities 
and cultural needs (Barrio, Miller, Hsiao, Dunn, Petersen, Hollingshead, & Banks, 2017).  Many 
teachers acknowledge their own lack of confidence in teaching ELL students in Special 
Education.  There are some frameworks available to teachers in order to support their creation of 
culturally and linguistically appropriate IEPs.  One strategy is identifying valid and reliable 
assessment accommodations that can be established in the classroom prior to testing as 
classroom support (Willner & Mokhtari, 2017). Additionally, there are  IEP guides such as the 
Culturally Responsive and Relevant IEP Builder (CRRIB) (Barrio et al 2017).  However, the 
information provided is limited in its consideration of the whole IEP, and there remains a lack of 
overall support or guidance in how to present and use the CRRIB in an IEP meeting.    
Additionally, researchers have shown that curriculum and instruction is insufficiently 
supporting students due to the lack of appropriately certified teachers within schools (Garcia & 
Tyler, 2010; Tyler & Garcia, 2013).  Many teachers lack training in ELL, ESL or Bilingual 
Education.  This is reflected in Special Education programs as they solely focus on 
accommodating or modifying the general curriculum for the disability of a student without 
addressing their linguistic needs (Figueroa, Klingner & Baca, 2013).  There are inadequate 
training programs, professional development opportunities and research focused on teacher 
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performance and curriculum effectiveness with ELL students (Zhang & Choh, 2010).  In order to 
solve this issue, some researchers have created curriculum guidelines for teachers.  Hoover and 
Patton (2005) created guidelines focused on finding culturally responsive and responsible 
education programs.  These guidelines are applicable to a range of disciplines but do not 
acknowledge any specific programs that address the needs of multilingual students in Special 
Education.   
Finally, teachers need to adjust their professional collaboration styles to reduce the 
isolated planning system currently in practice (Kangas, 2018; Tyler & Garcia, 2013).  When 
teachers and service providers work together it can enhance a child’s education and eliminate 
secluded teaching methods (Kangas, 2018).  Similarly, parent teacher collaboration needs to 
improve in order to ensure parents understand the complicated, English biased, IEP 
process.  When parents are not provided proper information regarding their child’s IEP, there is 
little possibility that the IEP will be culturally and linguistically appropriate nor address the 
values and needs of the family (Jung, 2011).  It is the role of the educator and IEP team to 
minimize parent concern and confusion during the IEP process and can be done throughout the 
process of an IEP including before the meeting, during the meeting and after the meeting (Lo, 
2012). Supporting parents through an IEP is crucial to ensuring it aligns culturally, linguistically 
and academically for the students.    
Due to this disconnect between English language support, disability support, professional 
collaboration, parent teacher collaboration and creation of culturally and linguistically 
appropriate IEPs, students are not receiving an education that addresses all of their 
needs.  English Language Learners in Special Education would benefit from a school setting that 
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is culturally, academically and linguistically appropriate for their needs and it must begin in the 
classroom. 
Purpose of the Project 
 The purpose of this field project is to present a resource for those involved in educating 
children in the K-12 school system with disabilities and second language needs.  This resource is 
a handbook with sections addressing the collaborative, strategic and IEP related concerns of ELL 
students with special needs, and the parents and teachers who support them.  The guidebook is 
based on previously researched strategies and programs such as CRRIB in order to identify gaps 
in the education system regarding ELL students with disabilities.  Teachers may utilize this 
handbook to (a) create IEPs (b) host meetings (c) communicate with parents (d) collaborate with 
service providers (e) choose curriculum and (f) provide an overview of needs, skills and 
strategies for supporting ELL students with special needs.  Teacher education programs can use 
the resource for students within their special education programs to reduce the continuous cycle 
of special education programs lacking English Language acquisition information.  Additionally, 
parents can review various parts of the handbook to determine their rights and needs as they 
enter the American school system.  By addressing the areas of curriculum, IEPs and 
parent/teacher collaboration, ELL students with special needs may receive a more inclusive 
education. 
Theoretical Framework 
 In order to accommodate the interrelated needs of children learning English with a 
disability in a SPED classroom there are several perspectives that need to be taken to ensure both 
sets of needs are accommodated.  This project uses the Critical Disability Theory from Critical 
Disability Theory (Hosking, 2008) and the Critical Language Policy Theory from An 
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Introduction to Language Policy: Theory and Method (Tollefson, 2006) as the theoretical 
frameworks to encompass the needs of the students.     
Critical Disability Theory (CDT) is a theoretical perspective focused on the social and 
medical models of disability. CDT studies the interaction and relationship between disabilities 
and society by highlighting the disadvantages and unjust treatment in public spaces, interactions 
and legal rights of those with disabilities (Hosking, 2008).  CDT critiques several theories that 
unfairly analyze disability from the perspective of liberalism, legal, and essentialist 
models.  Hosking (2008) explains that each of these models overly simplify disabilities in 
society.  They present only one perspective of a disability through their lens without addressing 
the broader needs and abilities of people with a disability.   Alternatively, social and medical 
perspectives enhance the understanding that a disability is a physical impairment in conjunction 
with the social treatment of the people with that impairment.  It is important to note that the 
social and medical theories have one important difference. The medical model is focused on 
curing the disability while the social model is focused on accepting the disability (Hosking, 
2008).   
When considering this conflicting concept of disability verse normalcy, the CDT 
becomes a crucial lens to view the differences in social treatment.  When analyzing literary texts 
to determine the level of normalcy as a point of comparison to disability treatment, all texts can 
be viewed with a CDT point of view (Purdue Online Writing Lab, n.d).  Teachers working with 
students with special needs should employ a CDT perspective to view their students as a 
whole.   This theory recognizes the multidimensionality of a student with special needs and 
values the diversity within the field of disabilities.  Due to the content of this study, the CDT will 
be employed with the Critical Language Policy.    
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The Critical Language Policy (CLP) theory will be an additional lens used to ensure that 
students who are categorized as having a disability and learning an additional language are 
supported.  CLP falls under the realm of Critical Theory.  It is a theory focused on the way 
language policy affects people socially based on race, ethnicity, language, gender, and/or 
socioeconomic standing (Tollefson, 2006).  It examines the power struggle, inequality and 
discrimination that occur in public spaces such as schools, to generate alternative supports for 
multilingual learners (Tollefson, 2006).  It is beneficial to have a CLP perspective as an educator 
because language and communication are foundational skills within a school.  This viewpoint 
provides a focus on the way in which language is addressed in schools and how it is taught to 
certain groups. With this additional perspective, the entire persona is addressed.    
The combination of these theories will address a group of currently underserved students, 
English language learners with disabilities.  This population of students needs the perspectives 
provided by Critical Disability Theory and Critical Language Policy to determine the inequalities 
and discrimination occuring in their schools in order to adjust the societal views and understand 
how to support them. 
Significance of the Project 
 Excluding the number of students who are improperly placed into Special 
Education classes due to their English Language acquisition, there is an increased number of 
students properly identified in Special Education learning English as a second language.  Despite 
this influx, there has been little to no change in supporting Special Education teachers to 
determine appropriate curriculum, write culturally inclusive and sensitive IEPs or collaborate 
with families.  Without this support, ELL students in Special Education are not receiving an 
education that addresses their linguistic and academic needs.  This requires schools to be better 
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prepared for the combined needs of this non dominant group through the use of outside training 
or materials to act as a guide for teachers navigating these classrooms.  This handbook acts as 
one of the materials that can be used by districts to support Special Education Teachers, Service 
Providers/General Education teachers, teacher preparation programs and most importantly, 
students.   
The handbook specifically supports Special Education teachers in choosing a curriculum, 
creating an IEP and effectively communicating with service providers and parents.  The first 
section supports special education teachers through its collaboration focus.   It has a section for 
teachers to share with parents as a way of keeping them informed of their rights and 
options.  Communicating with parents is imperative for children with special needs but not all 
families are aware of their rights when entering an unfamiliar school system in addition to a 
specific program such as special education.  The collaboration section also reinforces the concept 
of collaborating with other teachers and service providers.  IEP teams can include large numbers 
of people depending on the needs of the child and these sections will help teachers keep in 
contact with the other members of the team to ensure communication about the academic needs 
and the language needs of the student are shared and updated throughout the school year.   The 
second section focuses on creating an IEP that not only focuses on the disability of the student 
but also provides relevant information about their ELL and cultural needs in and out of the 
classroom.  This section helps teachers consider and include a variety of culturally relevant and 
language specific components to the IEP.  An IEP already provides teachers and service 
providers with crucial information about the child’s disability but this section of the handbook 
helps it also include relevant information about the child’s language needs.   The third section 
involves choosing a curriculum and finding additional curriculum resources.  Having a specific 
8 
 
location for appropriate curriculum and ways to accommodate curriculum from a language 
perspective, minimizes the search time for teachers when put in a classroom of students with 
both disabilities and ELL needs.  The final section of the handbook is a compilation of the 
different templates presented in the project.  Each of these templates are blank for teachers to use 
and copy them in their classes.   
In addition to special education teachers, service providers and general education teachers 
can benefit from the use of this handbook.  With increased research and conversations 
surrounding inclusion, which involves placing students with disabilities in general education 
classrooms instead of separating them in special education classrooms, it is important for general 
education teachers and service providers to understand the needs of the students who are both 
ELL and SPED.  By using this handbook, they will have an understanding of curricular 
requirements the student will need in their subject area, they will know how to read the IEP for 
language specific needs of the child in addition to the disability needs and they will have an 
understanding of how to support parents.  As part of the IEP team, general education teachers 
and service providers need to understand the needs and rights of the parents as well as how to 
collaborate with them independently for classroom/subject specific information such as grades 
and field trips.  Language acquisition occurs throughout a child’s day and the handbook allows 
for all school professionals to gain information about the language and disability needs of the 
students they serve regardless of their subject area or education specialist status.   
In an attempt to reduce the number of teachers graduating and finishing their Special 
Education teacher preparation programs with little to no understanding of supporting ELL 
students in SPED, the handbook can act as supplemental material for these programs.  Professors 
can provide teacher candidate students with this handbook to allow them a resource for when 
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they enter their first classroom.  Within a credentialing program, students can use the handbook 
to practice identifying curriculum, accommodating curriculum and eliminating curriculum for 
special education classrooms.  They can use it to create mock IEPs with sufficient information 
regarding a child’s language needs in addition to any culturally relevant information.  Finally, 
Teacher candidates can use the handbook to put together informational packets for parents, 
practice communicating with service providers and general education teachers and hold trial IEP 
meetings with the team.  The information in the handbook is important for special education 
teachers to address before they enter a SPED classroom with ELL students.  Any review or use 
of the handbook will provide at least introductory information for their future careers as 
teachers.   
Finally, this handbook is beneficial to students because it is addressing the needs of a 
group that is often overlooked within the public education system.  Having a disability and 
learning a new language is a unique combination however, it is one that is increasing within the 
public education system.  This handbook allows students to receive a better chance at a more 
inclusive and complete education.  They are currently only receiving half of the support they 
need which is unfair and inappropriate.  The more the handbook is utilized in the special 
education classroom and inclusive general education classroom, the more likely the student is to 
gain access to their academic and language needs.  Students learning English as a second 
language deserve opportunities their general education peers have in the classroom and hopefully 
through the use of this handbook, their programs will begin to change in order to accommodate 
all of their needs.   
This handbook focuses on the specific needs of special education students learning 
English as a second language.  It analyzes and suggests appropriate curriculum, the cultural 
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relevance of an IEP and the collaboration needs of the teachers and parents.  Through the use of 
the handbook it provides special education teachers, service providers/general education 
teachers, credential programs and students with a better understanding of the needs of these 
students.  The handbook condenses the unique needs of ELL students in Special Education into a 
single resource, allowing for easy distribution and use out in the field of the public education 
system.   
Limitations 
The possible limitations of this project are its focus on students properly placed in special 
education with language needs.  It does not address the needs of students who are improperly 
placed in special education due to their language levels.  Additionally, while it can be used by 
general education teachers with ELL students identified with a disability, it does not provide 
specific information on how to support students who are a part of inclusion programs.  Finally, it 
does not specify one particular level of special education.  The handbook is intended to address 
the needs of any student in Special Education, not one specific level or disability. 
Definition of Terms 
Critical Disability Theory 
A socially focused theory specifically focused on the transformation of society to support 
people with disabilities (Hosking, 2008). 
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CLD) 
A group of learners from diverse academic, educational, socioeconomic, and cultural 




Any person identified with a form of impairment under one of the 13 government 
recognized categories: intellectual disability, hearing impairment, speech or language 
impairment, visual impairment, deaf, emotional disturbance, orthopedic impairment, autism, 
traumatic brain injury, other health impairment, specific learning disability, deaf-blindness, or 
multiple disabilities. (IDEA, 2017)  
Individualized Education Plan (IEP) 
A document used in schools to ensure, state and explain that a school aged child, ages 
3-22, with a legally identified disability receives specialized instruction and related services 
(University of Washington, 2019). 
Multidimensionality  
A term used to describe the multiple dimensions a person is a member of as they 
experience daily occurrences.  It is used in Critical Disability Theory to recognize that each 
person is associated with many groups and experiences associated with their disability and their 




REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
Introduction 
Students who meet the criteria of having special needs and learning English as an 
additional language are at a disadvantage when compared to their typically developing, English 
speaking peers.  These students are often placed in programs that insufficiently support their 
varied needs.  Many classrooms lack the ability to support students in Special Education with 
their language acquisition due to a variety of factors.  Three areas that require additional support 
are the creation of culturally and linguistically appropriate Individual Education Plans (IEPs), 
teacher training on and implementation of culturally accepting curricula, and improved parent, 
teacher and service provider collaboration.  By improving these three areas, ELL students in 
Special Education will have more opportunities for success in the classroom.   
The claim for this literature review is that ELL students in Special Education are 
linguistically underserved.  Three sets of reasons justify this claim.  This evidence includes: (a) 
IEPs are not culturally and linguistically appropriate (R1), (b) curricula and teacher curricula 
training do not address the linguistic needs of ELL students in Special Education programs (R2) 
and (c) parents, teachers and service providers lack sufficient collaboration to support ELL 
students in Special Education (R3).  Joint reasoning is used to justify the claim that ELL students 
in Special Education classes are linguistically underserved because the individual sets of 
evidence/reasons cannot stand alone.  However, when the sets of reasons are added together, 
they warrant the final conclusion.  A visual representation of the logic equation is as 





IEPs are not Culturally and Linguistically Appropriate 
IEPs are a crucial part of educating a child with special needs and are increasingly important 
when the child is also considered an ELL student.  Despite this importance, most IEPs are 
currently neither culturally or linguistically appropriate for ELL students in the Special 
Education classroom (Hoover, Erickson, Patton, Sacco, and Tran, 2018).  This is due to a variety 
of reasons but begins with the assessment of the student as the materials are not culturally 
sensitive nor accurately used to test ELL students in SPED (Crevecoeur & Obiakor, 
2013).  When the child’s dominant language is not identified prior to placing them in SPED and 
creating an IEP, the students’ assessments are inaccurate making the IEP incomplete (Duarte, 
Greybeck & Simpson, 2013).  There is also a lack of teacher support in creating IEPs for 
bilingual or multilingual students (Eakins 2019; Hoover et al 2018; Wilner & Mokharti 
2018).  While this may be supplemented by the use of programs like the Culturally Responsive 
and Relevant IEP Builder (Barrio et. al 2017) and the use of accommodations (Wilner & 
Mokharti 2018), teachers are still left without proper, direct support to write an IEP that 
accurately portrays the cultural, linguistic and academic needs of an ELL student in SPED, 
ultimately underserving the student’s education.   
 Before a child is placed into Special Education and receives an IEP they must first 
engage with a psychologist or diagnostician for assessment.  When a child knows more than one 
language, they are assessed to determine their dominant language to ensure that any assessments 
done thereafter provide information regarding any learning deficits despite the language 
barrier.  As Duarte, Greybeck and Simpson (2013) explain, if a child has a disability, it will be 
present regardless of the language the student is using daily.  These determination assessments 
are important for the student’s overall results as well as their future results as this information is 
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used for placement and creation of the IEP.  There are several recommended assessments for 
learning a child’s dominant language: Bilingual Verbal Abilities Test, Basic Inventory of Natural 
Languages, the Woodcock-Munoz Language Survey-Update and the SOLOM (Duarte et al 
2013).  After the child’s first language is tested they should take the California English Language 
Proficiency Test or the IDEA Oral Language Proficiency test to determine which language is 
dominant (Duarte et al 2013).  By assessing the child in both their native language and English, it 
will become more obvious which language the child is more comfortable with and which one the 
SPED assessments should be given in by the psychologist.  This is crucial to know as every three 
years a child with a disability is retested to ensure that SPED and/or the program they are in is 
still relevant to their needs.    
One recommended method for reminding teachers, psychologists, and diagnosticians of 
the steps that should be taken when assessing a bi- or multilingual student for SPED is the 
acronym MODEL (Olvera & Gomez 2011).  “MODEL stands for multiple sources of 
information, observations, data driven hypothesis, English language development, language of 
assessment” (Duarte, Greybeck & Simpson 2013, p. 135) and should be completed in that 
order.  By using this MODEL, professionals completing the assessments will be able to use 
various assessments and observations, create hypotheses about the students development, 
determine their English acquisition and determine which language should be used for the 
assessment (Duarte et al., 2013).  Without this framework, students may be assessed in the 
wrong language or in a culturally insensitive way which would cause further inaccuracies  to 
their IEP and overall education.    
 Once testing is completed, a disability is appropriately identified and an IEP team is 
formed, the team can start creating an IEP.  Hoover et al (2018) conducted research on 30 IEPs 
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from two public school districts.  Their research provided evidence that IEPs often lack 
important cultural and linguistic information and accommodations.  The absence of pertinent 
information on English language development, native language use, instructional practices, and 
prior knowledge/information, can negatively impact the teacher’s understanding of the student’s 
strengths and needs (Hoover et al 2018).  Without this information, it can be difficult to write 
and assess progress toward IEP goals, and to identify appropriate accommodations and services. 
Teachers are not able to properly support their students when IEPs do not contain important 
information on student cultural characteristics, linguistic ability, dominant language, assessments 
and background information.  However, in order to write culturally and linguistically appropriate 
IEPs, teachers require training.   
Many teachers express a desire for more support in the creation of IEPs for ELL students 
in Special Education; teachers often feel they are inadequately creating and implementing IEPs 
in a culturally responsive way because they do not receive sufficient guidance (Barrio, Miller, 
Hsiao, Dunn, Petersen, Hollingshead & Banks 2017; Hoover et al 2018; Wilner & Mokharti 
2018).  Barrio et al (2017) states that “current supports available for IEP teams primarily address 
the technical aspects of the IEP (i.e. writing goals that are measurable) but offer little assistance 
in designing culturally responsive IEPs” (Barrio et al 2017 p. 115).  This desire for support and 
deficient response leaves many teachers feeling they are not appropriately providing aid for all of 
the needs of their students (Barrio et al, 2017). Without specific training, professional 
development and preservice education, teachers are not able to create an IEP that has proper 
information about students’ cultural, linguistic and academic needs (Hoover et al 2018).    
The deficient teacher support results in a document with insufficient data and strategies 
for ELL students in Special Education, making the IEP inadequate.  One answer to this problem, 
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provided by Barrio et al. (2017),  is the use of the Culturally Responsive and Relevant IEP 
Builder (CRRIB).  This matrix addresses four areas of the IEP in an attempt to make it more 
culturally and linguistically appropriate for ELL students.  The four focus areas addressed by the 
CRRIB are: the foundation information, services, assessments/accommodations, and transition 
into or out of a special education program (Barrio et al., 2017).  The CRRIB allows for inclusion 
of, but does not specifically address, other areas of the IEP such as a behavior plan.  This leaves 
educators with an incomplete framework for how to create an IEP that is culturally and 
linguistically relevant for students.  This tool is meant to engage practitioners in thought 
provoking ways in order to reflect on their own practices regarding information in the IEP.  It 
should be used as a practitioner tool rather than a research based mandated tool (Eakins, 
2019).  The CRRIB has the potential to support teachers in their understanding of a culturally 
responsive and relevant IEP however,  it does not provide a full explanation or guide, putting 
ELL students in Special Education at a disadvantage.   
Another potential solution for supporting teachers of ELL students in Special Education, 
is to recognize the importance of accommodations.  For example, Castellon and Warren (2013) 
report that the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) State Collaboratives on 
Assessment and Student Standards created a set of guidelines for districts to use when 
determining the language and style of assessments.  The goal of this framework is used to help 
schools create appropriate expectations for students, create accommodations, properly implement 
accommodations and reflect on the use of the accommodations (Castellon & Warren, 
2013).  Accommodations allow ELL students to actively receive support in their classes and is 
one way to ensure the IEP is culturally and linguistically appropriate.    
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Throughout the last 25 years, accommodations have shifted from written support on state 
assessments to fully inclusive support on assessments through the use of technology.  However, 
the accommodations, if not used outside of assessments do not provide students realistic support 
in the classroom (Wilner & Mokharti, 2018).  Assessments in the digital age allow for more 
individualization of accommodations and increased implementation for students.  The inclusion 
of technology has benefited many students and equalized assessments for ELL students in 
Special Education (Wilner & Mokharti, 2008). However, there is the potential for further support 
if culturally appropriate accommodations are practiced regularly in the classroom and not solely 
stated in the IEP or used for formal assessments (Wilner & Mokharti, 2018).  There are many 
benefits to exposing students to the accommodations prior to testing including direct instruction 
of how to use tools in the classroom, different contexts to learn information, and additional 
opportunities to practice using the accommodations (Wilner & Mokharti, 2018).  When both the 
students and the teachers understand the IEP accommodations in a context outside of assessment, 
students will have more opportunity for growth in their general academics and their language 
acquisition.   
In summary, IEPs are a crucial component to a student in a Special Education program 
and when used properly can support a student’s language development.  IEPs currently do not 
provide teachers with proper information regarding students cultural, linguistic, and academic 
needs.  They are based on assessments that without proper proctoring, could incorrectly identify 
a student with a disability or assess them in the wrong language.  Any frameworks available to 
teachers to remedy the IEPs are incomplete in their execution of editing IEPs for cultural and 
linguistic relevance.  Similarly, accommodations lack the proper implementation to be culturally 
and linguistically appropriate in the IEP, classroom and assessments as they are currently mostly 
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used on assessments.  This results in culturally and linguistically inappropriate IEPs, and a large 
number of ELL students in Special Education who are underserved in the public education 
system. 
Curricula and Teacher Curricula Training do not Address Linguistic Needs  
Crafting culturally and linguistically appropriate IEPs is one component of an educational 
environment that is supportive of ELL students in Special Education.  Another important 
component is identifying and implementing curriculum that is culturally and linguistically 
appropriate.  As with writing culturally and linguistically appropriate IEPs, many teachers 
express concern about their lack of access to, and training in, curricula that serves the needs of 
language learners with exceptional needs  (Barrio, Peak & Murawski 2017; Tyler & Garcia 
2013).  Teachers explain that they do not have training in teaching ELL, ESL or bilingual 
education making it difficult to choose a curriculum that addresses the varied needs of 
students.  Without the proper knowledge of how to support ELL students, there is no clarity for 
finding curricula that will accurately support students in a culturally appropriate manner 
(Figueroa, Klingner & Baca, 2013).  This combination of poor curricula options and lack of 
training severely affects student opportunities.    
Research conducted on this issue has revealed several suggestions for modifying existing 
curriculum but does not provide curriculum options that address all of the needs of these 
students.  For example, Tyler and Garcia (2013) suggest that teachers consider two main factors 
when preparing teaching materials: (a) determining possible learning obstacles and (b) finding 
materials and practices appropriate for students levels and abilities.  In each of these, a list of 
statements is used to support teacher consideration of materials.  Educators are asked to analyze 
their current lesson plans and curriculum in order to determine if it is appropriate for their 
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students’ cognitive and academic levels.  Through the use of this checklist teachers are given 
different suggestions on how to modify their current teaching practices.  These suggestions are 
separated into four categories: difficulty level, teaching strategies, accessibility, and motivation 
(Tyler & García, 2013). Within these sections, teachers are provided a list of potential 
improvements for their current curriculum to support ELL students with disabilities in their 
classes.  Similarly, Barrio, Peak and Murawski (2017) separate strategies into cognitive, social 
and metalinguistic categories.  They provide suggestions such as graphic organizers and thinking 
maps to help students organize their cognitive learning, group work to support their social 
interactions and self-awareness/learning to support their metalinguistic knowledge (Barrion, 
Peak & Murawski 2017).  While these suggestions are highly effective practices for a classroom, 
it is not a specific curricula that can support student growth and teacher instruction.  
Hoover and Patton (2005) also address the different needs of ELL students in SPED and 
express the importance of looking at the “language function, acculturation, conceptual 
knowledge, thinking abilities, cultural values/norms and teaching/learning styles” of the students 
(Hoover & Patton, 2005, p. 233).  From these broad topics, the authors offer a checklist 
regarding learning factors and cultural appropriateness to support teachers of ELL students in 
SPED.  Hoover and Patton (2005) focus on differentiating the current curriculum in order to 
adjust the language, communication, difficulty level, connections and cultural values within their 
checklist.  It provides a concrete set of areas for teachers to specifically analyze and adjust based 
on their current curricula (Hoover & Patton, 2005).   Despite these suggestions, checklists and 
reflection questions, no curriculum fully supports ELL students language needs in a Special 
Education classroom.            
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An additional factor that many researchers focus on is the sociocultural influence a 
teacher’s background has on the curriculum they choose and the way they instruct as a result of 
insufficient training.  Garcia and Tyler (2010) discuss the importance of recognizing a student’s 
culture within the lesson and how a topic may be more or less relevant to the students based on 
their backgrounds in addition to the potential teacher bias for why it was chosen.  Unintentional 
teacher bias can infiltrate the classroom based on a teacher’s own culture, their misinterpretation 
of others cultures, or lack of awareness (Rodriguez & Hardin, 2017). This contributes to 
curriculum decisions, however without proper training, teachers may not be aware of how to 
choose a curriculum that is culturally relevant, academically appropriate, and linguistically 
appropriate to their students.   
Before addressing the cultural needs of a curriculum, researchers express the importance 
of good teaching practices such as using students strengths as a primary method of instruction 
and teaching independence skills for studying and learning (Eppolito, Lasser & Klinger, 2013; 
Garcia & Tyler, 2010).  These examples of good teaching practices fall under the umbrella of 
Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) which is a framework created by Geneva Gay focused on 
incorporating student’s cultural, experiential and personal perspectives in order to provide an 
education that is academically and culturally relevant to all students in the classroom (Rodriguez 
& Hardin, 2017).  CRT focuses on various aspects of the education system to support culturally 
and ethnically diverse students in the classroom.  The five main elements of CRT include 
developing an understanding of cultural diversity, using diverse content in curriculum, creating 
an environment of caring, communicating, and addressing diversity in instruction (Gay, 
2002).  With this foundation, Rodriguez and Hardin (2017) provide a list of suggestions for 
creating an education program that is culturally relevant and behaviors/assumptions to avoid in 
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the classroom.  They involve: (a) learning about the students in the classroom, (b) understanding 
a teacher’s culture/s, (c) creating a welcoming and positive atmosphere where students can 
address any stereotypes or misconceptions about each other, (d) connecting curriculum to real 
life and realities of students in the classroom, and (e) thinking in a positive strength based way 
about students (Rodriguez & Hardin 2017).  Similar to Gay (2002), Rodriguez and Hardin (2017) 
are working to create a space for students to comfortably share and incorporate their own 
cultures in their everyday learning of math, science, history and English.  The authors focus on 
the use of cultural diversity to help boost the traditional topics of learning in a European-
American school system (Eppolito, Lasser, & Klinger, 2013; Gay 2002; Rodriguez & Hardin 
2017).  Additionally, community, views on authority and gender roles in a culture all affect a 
person’s ability to learn so identifying ways to support a child’s learning environment to ensure 
it’s culturally sensitive and responsive can support an ELL student in SPED (Rodriguez & 
Hardin, 2017).  However, the intentions of CRT do not provide a linguistically supportive 
curriculum to SPED teachers with ELL students.    
In order to address the linguistic needs of students, researchers suggest using Sheltered 
English instruction as a means of supporting language needs in a content subject such as math or 
history (Garcia & Tyler 2010).  Teaching English through the use of content instruction allows 
for students to receive the linguistic support they need in a content rich setting.  Barrio, Peak and 
Murawski (2017) explain that three types of Sheltered English: Content-Based Instruction, 
Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) and Specially Designed Academic Instruction 
in English (SDAIE) to help scaffold language acquisition in content classes (Barrio, Peak & 
Murawski, 2017). Additionally, some of the accommodations discussed by Hoover and Patton 
(2005) include reading items aloud, providing extended time for testing, using their native 
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language as a tool and introducing test taking strategies (Garcia & Tyler 2010; Hoover & Patton 
2005).  However, they also reference using supplementary activities and materials to the 
curriculum if it insufficiently supports the student and facilitating small group mini lessons to 
support student learning (Garcia and Tyler, 2010). While these suggestions are beneficial to a 
functioning classroom, they do not support teachers in learning how to select a curriculum for 
their ELL students in Special Education.             
The research provides meaningful options for teachers to implement temporarily but none 
deliver suggestions on where to find culturally, linguistically and cognitively appropriate 
curriculum.  The research illustrates very broad teaching practices for teachers to apply to their 
classrooms to improve their current instruction but does not provide specific curricula that 
integrate the culture or language of students.  Additionally, it does not illustrate how to choose a 
curricula that is culturally and linguistically appropriate for ELL students in Special 
Education.   This is a common occurrence in this area of study, perpetuating the issue of finding 
appropriate curriculum for ELL students in Special Education.  Without proper curriculum in the 
classroom, ELL students in Special Education are not receiving the linguistic support they need, 
the specialized instruction they need nor the cultural appropriateness they deserve. 
Parents, Teachers and Service Providers Lack Sufficient Collaboration  
Much like curricula not addressing the cognitive, cultural or linguistic needs of students; 
parent, teacher and service provider collaboration does not consistently support student growth 
and need.  Researchers have determined when parents, teachers and service providers do not 
appropriately collaborate, IEPs will not be culturally or linguistically appropriate (Kangas, 
2018).  Similarly, teachers will not receive pertinent information regarding the child and parents 
may not understand their child’s education, creating a prominent gap between home and school.   
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Without proper collaboration among professionals and parents, ELL students in Special 
Education are at risk for not receiving the culturally appropriate linguistic support and 
specialized instruction they require.  To begin, collaboration is imperative to the assessment of 
ELL students for Special Education.  Langdon (2013) states that in 2012, out of 150,000 Speech 
Language Pathologists, only seven percent were bilingual, and most of them were bilingual in 
one language, Spanish.  Additionally, the SPED teachers that do teach bilingual or multilingual 
students in SPED do not have knowledge to address ELL language needs, are unaware of CRT 
practices, and do not collaborate properly with families and colleagues (Eppolito, Lasser & 
Klinger, 2013).  This illustrates the need for more bilingual professionals, but also further 
expresses a need for collaboration among professionals and interpreters.  When providing 
assessments in a different language, interpreters and Special Education staff need to collaborate 
on administration of assessments, special education specific terminology, ELL vocabulary and 
overall school culture.  If the relationship between teachers, interpreters and parents falters the 
student can be improperly identified as having a disability, or placed in a class that does not fully 
support their needs  
After the initial assessment, collaboration among Special Education teachers, ELL 
teachers, and general education teachers continues to be crucial to the overall education of a 
student.   Kangas (2018) explains the need for general education teachers, special education 
teachers, ELL teachers, and service providers to collaborate regularly in order to support 
students.  The alternative is working separately which “falls prey to the specialization trap 
(Kangas, 2017a), whereby school personnel attend to the educational needs of these students that 
only pertain to their specialization” of special education, English Language or content classes 
(Kangas, 2018, p. 31). This can result in each educator providing a singularly focused skill set to 
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the student and no one tracking the overall needs of the student (Kangas, 2018).  There are many 
contributing factors to insufficient collaboration among teachers including lack of (a) 
professional development and training focused on ELL students in Special education specific 
collaboration, (b) time to collaborate during the school day, and (c) data sharing techniques/tools 
for informing involved parties of students’ ELL and disability needs (Kangas 2018; McConnell 
& Murawski 2017).  Teachers and service providers need to work together to ensure they can 
effectively and accurately work with the student and relay information to parents (Langdon, 
2013).  This includes assessing students, interpreting assessment results, collecting and recording 
data, creating IEPs, and facilitating communication with parents.  However, without the 
necessary time, training and tools, collaboration rarely happens.  Without a strong support 
system, students can fall behind in their academic or linguistic education, keeping them from 
reaching their full linguistic fluency and academic potential.    
Parent and teacher collaboration in a child’s education is also crucial to the overall 
success of ELL students in Special Education.  Parents provide personal information, educational 
history, and extensive knowledge about a child but often feel like silent partners on the IEP team 
(Jung, 2011; McConnell & Murawski, 2017).  Research investigating parent involvement in IEPs 
indicates that parents are regularly not provided sufficient information regarding the IEP process, 
their role, options, and goals (Jung, 2011).  A contributing factor to lack of parent involvement 
can be due to “family’s acculturation level, limited English proficiency, the difference in values 
and attitudes toward disability, communication style different from mainstream families and lack 
of knowledge about the IEP process and the school infrastructure” (Jung, 2011, p. 21).  Parents 
of ELL students in Special Education require different support than mainstream families as they 
have to navigate a differing school system, legal barriers and overall access to educational 
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support for their children (Jung, 2011).  They may not receive information due to their overall 
awareness of their parental rights and student placement, leaving them feeling confusion and 
possibly discrimination based on insufficient staff communication (Jung, 2011).  This can be 
remedied through the initial parent/teacher communication form called MAP (McConnell & 
Murawski, 2017).  This form allows teachers to learn about the parents and their children in a 
nonacademic setting.  It can be translated and even made into an online version for families that 
are more technology focused.  Once this initial introduction is made, McConnell and Murawski 
(2017) suggest contacting parents regularly with positive news, schedule changes, grades, 
assignments, behavior changes, successes and difficult days to keep that communication constant 
(McConnell & Murawski, 2017).  This will allow there to be a parent teacher relationship and an 
overall better understanding of the student’s homelife, language, and culture.    
However, teachers may not collaborate with families in a way that is deemed culturally 
appropriate for the family and may create unjust bias against the families.   The lack of response 
from families may be misinterpreted by educators as a disinterest or overall satisfaction with the 
current program or IEP (Jung, 2011; McConnell & Murawski, 2017).  This incorrect assumption 
is a result of insufficient teacher training on working with parents from other cultures (Barrera, 
2013; McConnell & Murawski, 2017).  Similarly, Lo (2012) found that collaboration between 
parents and teachers may be affected by the differences in perspectives surrounding 
education.  The American view on education is founded in advocating for oneself, voicing one’s 
opinions and individualism; however, not all cultures view education in the same way (Lo, 2012; 
McConnell & Murawski, 2017).  As Jung (2011) mentioned, parent responses may be 
misinterpreted as acceptance of the IEP and the current educational setting; however, that is not 
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always accurate.  This, combined with the complicated nature of the IEP, creates insufficient 
communication between parents and teachers.   
In order to avoid misunderstandings between educators and parents, Lo (2012) and 
Barerra (2013) make suggestions for creating a collaborative relationship.  Their suggestions 
include: (a) meeting with families before an IEP to explain the process with an interpreter and 
any documents that will be used, (b) suggesting parents bring other supporters from the child’s 
life, (c) having an interpreter who is familiar with the educational terminology and the parents 
first language or dialect, (d) keeping an open mind, (e) creating parent focused groups for 
families of ELL students in Special Education, and (f) providing all materials in the parents’ 
native language (Barrera, 2013 & Lo, 2012  ).  These suggestions are beneficial to the overall 
creation of an IEP and can begin the process of creating more cohesive communication between 
families and educators however they do not provide evidence based training to teachers.  This 
pattern of poor collaboration between parents and team members can result in insufficient time 
for interpretation, an IEP that lacks parent values, poor school/home communication and an 
overall educational setting that does not linguistically or culturally support an ELL student in 
Special Education.  As with professional collaboration among teachers and specialists, a lack of 
collaboration with families means that students may not receive the support they need to succeed 
in school. 
Summary 
When children learning English as a second language are identified with having a 
disability and are placed in Special Education, they are at a disadvantage.  Many ELL children 
are linguistically underserved within Special Education.   Contributing to this insufficient 
education is the fact that IEPs are not culturally and linguistically appropriate for ELL 
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children.  They lack appropriate information about a child’s language and background and may 
not address any cultural aspects about the child.  Many teachers do not have sufficient training in 
order to remedy these errors resulting in a culturally inappropriate document.  Additionally, 
curriculum used in the classroom does not support the linguistic and academic needs of ELL 
students.  Curriculum is not chosen with the perspective of ELL students in Special Education 
and teachers are not provided frameworks or training to guide their curriculum decisions.  This 
results in curricula that does not support student linguistic growth.  Finally, parents, teachers and 
service providers are not effectively collaborating.  Special Education teachers, General 
Education teachers, ELL teachers, service providers and interpreters play crucial roles in the 
education of an ELL student with a disability and it is imperative that they work together to 
support the child. Unfortunately, this time to collaborate is not offered or may not be utilized 
effectively due to lack of training.  Similarly, teacher and parent collaboration needs to improve 
in order to ensure parents have a voice in their child’s education.  Due to cultural differences, 
teachers may misinterpret parent responses which can keep teachers from gaining valuable 
insight into the cultural and linguistic needs of the child.  In an attempt to minimize these three 
areas affecting ELL student growth in Special Education, teachers and parents would benefit 
from a handbook with information focused on IEPs, curricula, and collaboration.  This handbook 
acts as a framework for how to address the specific needs of children learning English in a 
Special Education classroom in an attempt to ensure their academic, linguistic and cultural needs 








THE PROJECT AND ITS DEVELOPMENT 
 
Brief Description of the Project 
 
 This handbook is a collection of templates, materials and supports for Special Education 
teachers, parents, service providers and general education teachers in order to support students 
with Special Education and English language acquisition needs.  This handbook has three main 
sections: 1) Collaboration with Families, Educators and Service Providers; 2) Creating Culturally 
Relevant and Linguistically Appropriate IEPs; and 3) Finding, Creating and Accommodating 
Curriculum for the Special Education classroom with English Language Acquisition 
Needs.  Each of these main sections has subsections with an explanation of the material, 
suggested uses for it and an example of it.  The final section is a compilation of bank versions of 
each document.   
Section 1: Collaboration with Families, Educators and Service Providers  
The first section focuses on collaboration between families, educators and service 
providers.  It contains two subsections: the first focusing on supporting SPED teacher 
collaboration with parents and the second focusing on communication between SPED teachers 
and other school professionals.  Both subsections are organized in the same manner.  They begin 
with a description of the material, a list for suggested use of the material and then an example of 
a completed version of the material.  This allows teachers to see why this is important, how it can 
be used and what information should be filled out.  The first subsection for parents has the 
following materials: Student Information Sheet, Parent Information Sheet, Family Interaction 
log, and an Informational Pamphlet for families transitioning into schools.  These resources 
allow Special Education teachers to communicate with families in a variety of ways in order to 
gain information about the student, their family, culture, language and needs.   
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The second subsection is focused on supporting collaboration between Special Education 
teachers and other education professionals including service providers and general education 
teachers.  This subsection is set up in a similar manner as the first with a description of the 
resource, suggested uses and an example template.  The different materials offered in this section 
include: Information sheet with goals/accommodations/language/parent contact, Progress report 
feedback form, Staff collaboration notes/tracker, and Student Services Calendar.  Each of these 
resources are intended to allow more communication and sharing of information regarding 
student disability and language needs to other professionals working with the student.  This type 
of communication can enhance the opportunities provided to the student as well as the overall 
work atmosphere for the professionals.   
Section 2: Creating Culturally Relevant and Linguistically Appropriate IEPs  
 The second section of the handbook is focused on supporting Special Education Teachers 
in creating an IEP that is both culturally and linguistically relevant to the specific needs of a 
student.  It begins with an explanation of how to assess a child who may need evaluation for 
Special education.  This piece of the section provides a list of people to communicate with prior 
to evaluation as well as suggested assessments to determine a child’s dominant language prior to 
evaluating their academic abilities.  Following the template is a valuable acronym to remind 
teachers of the steps for completing assessments for children who are suspected of having a 
disability and are considered an English language learner.  The next resource is an explanation of 
the Culturally Responsive and Relevant IEP Builder (CRRIB).  This resource was created by 
Barrio, Miller, Hsiao, Dunn, Petersen, Hollingshead, & Banks (2017) in order to allow the IEP 
team to decipher the way an IEP is implemented and created to determine if it is culturally and 
linguistically appropriate.  After the explanation of how to use the CRRIB is an example 
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provided and created by Dr. Barrio in order to support their understanding of how to use this 
tool.   
Section 3: Adapting Curriculum for the Special Education Classroom with English 
Language Acquisition Needs  
 The third section of the handbook focuses on adapting curriculum using Culturally 
Responsive Teaching supports based on Geneva Gay (2002).  These teaching practices are 
explained in the diagram provided as the first resource in this section.  The second part of this 
section is a chart with online programs for teachers, professional development, families and 
students.  It provides an explanation of the resource, the type of resource and who it supports to 
help teachers navigate through the different types of supports available for working with students 
learning English with a disability.  These materials are compiled from personal resources, 
various chapters of What Really Works with Exceptional Learners Murawski & Scott (2017), 
and additional online resources.   
Section 4: Blank Templates  
 The final section of this handbook is a collection of the various templates explained 
throughout the handbook.  They are all blank allowing for teachers, families and other 
professionals to copy and use in their own classrooms. 
Development of the Project 
 
The idea for a project centered around supporting SPED teachers, students, families and 
other education professionals began before entering this masters program.  As a special 
education teacher in my first year of teaching, I found myself underprepared to support the 
students and families in my classroom who were also English Language Learners.  As I gained 
experience in my classroom and knowledge from my colleagues, I started looking for teaching 
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ESL master’s degree programs that would provide me a better understanding of how to support 
the ESL aspect of my students.  This is how I found the MA TESOL program at the University 
of San Francisco.  Through my master’s classes I realized there was a way to combine my 
knowledge of teaching SPED students and ESL students.  I started researching ways to support 
SPED classrooms with ELL students in my research methods course to gain understanding of 
current methodologies used in supporting this unique group of students.  Through this research I 
came to the conclusion that there were actually three areas that must be considered when 
supporting this group: collaboration with families and professionals, IEPs, and 
curriculum.  These three areas directly impact the teachers and students in SPED who are also 
ELL.  With this understanding, I used the research and suggestions from various resources to 
compile them into one single handbook with some helpful materials for teachers to use when 
working in a SPED classroom with students who are English Language Learners.  Through the 
support of my professors, I completed the assignment in a series of sections beginning with 
completing Chapter 1 and the literature review during the summer of 2019 and the handbook, 
chapter 3 and chapter 4 during the spring semester of 2020.  The semester between I continued 
my TESOL courses and gained knowledge of ways to teach English to non English 
speakers.  This project was a way of addressing issues I was seeing in my own classroom and 


















The number of ELL students in Special Education has risen significantly over the course 
of the last ten years (Watkins & Liu, 2013).  With this increase there are several areas that need 
improvement to better support students who fall into the population of ELL students in a SPED 
classroom.  The three areas of need that were identified for this project include: 1) teacher, 
parent, and service provider collaboration, 2) IEP creation, and 3) curriculum support.  The 
insufficient support in these three areas results in an education system that does not provide a 
culturally and linguistically appropriate education system for some of our most vulnerable 
students.  
Collaboration between the special education teacher, parents, general education teachers, 
and service providers is a crucial aspect of a child’s education.  With the variety of needs each 
individual may require, ensuring that all participants are informed can create an environment that 
is academically, culturally, and linguistically appropriate for the child.  Kangas (2018) explains 
that collaboration among education professionals allows students to receive a more complete 
education instead of a segmented skills provided by individual educators and service 
providers.  This lack of collaboration is a result of a variety of factors including a lack of 
professional development opportunities, collaboration time with other professional and data 
sharing tools (Kangas, 2018; McConnell & Murawski, 2017).  In addition to the downfalls 
within the professionals to regularly communicate about a child’s needs in a classroom, it is also 
crucial for parents and families to be regularly involved in the child’s education to ensure it is 
culturally and linguistically appropriate.  Parents provide a different perspective regarding the 
child’s needs, history, experiences, cultural and linguistic needs but are often not regularly 
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included to their fullest potential in meetings (Jung, 2011; McConnell & Murawski, 
2017).  Additionally, research indicates that parents are often not provided information regarding 
IEPs, their rights, options or goals of a meeting (Jung, 2011).  This creates a sense of confusion 
and frustration from the parents and an ill informed education team (Jung, 2011).  The 
combination of poor collaboration within the school team and insufficient communication 
between home and school can drastically harm the students educational supports including the 
IEP.   
In order to track a child’s progress, services, accommodations and overall educational 
needs, an IEP is created by a team of teachers, administrators, service providers and 
parents.  When all members of the team are properly informed about the IEP and it’s various 
parts, the IEP can include the cultural and linguistic needs and history of the student and address 
those needs in addition to any disability supports the team can provide during school.  However, 
despite the importance of the document, research has shown that IEPs are not currently culturally 
or linguistically appropriate for ELL students in Special Education (Hoover, Erickson, Patton, 
Sacco, and Tran, 2018).  This is a result of improper assessment of the child and lack of teacher 
support in creating the IEP (Duarte, Greybeck & Simpson, 2013; Eakins, 2019; Hoover et al 
2018; Wilner & Mokharti, 2018).  The result of an insufficient IEP is an incomplete education 
for students who benefit from language support and special education services.   
Given that the IEP acts as a guide to a child’s academic, cultural, and linguistic needs, it 
is a crucial component to educating a child.  However, it is not the only aspect of the students' 
education, the other being the curriculum implemented in the classroom.  Teachers have 
expressed that there are several concerns surrounding special education and language acquisition 
curriculum.  Many teachers lack training in ELL, ESL or bilingual education, do not have access 
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to training or materials that will support the specific needs of this population (Barrio, Peak & 
Murawski 2017; Figueroa, Klingner & Baca, 2013; Tyler & Garcia, 2013).  The combination 
results in an educational program that does not support the students needs or the teachers.   
The purpose of this project was to create a handbook that would support teachers, service 
providers and families who work with students learning English in a Special Education 
setting.  The handbook offers support in the areas of collaboration, IEP creation, and curriculum 
in order to guide teachers as they work with this population.    
The significance of this project was centered around the increased number of ELL 
students in Special Education and the lack of change in supporting them in schools.  While there 
has been an improved focus on keeping ELL students who do not have disabilities out of Special 
Education, this improvement has not reached the students properly identified with a disability 
also learning English as a second language.  This lack of support for students is a direct result of 
poor teacher training, collaboration, IEP creation, and curriculum implementation.  Without 
these components, students are not receiving proper support, families are not getting the 
opportunities to support, and teachers are not implementing the proper academic and 
individualized materials.  This field project and handbook are focused on decreasing those 




Throughout this project, the ultimate goal was to support students, teachers, and families 
learning English in a Special Education setting.  The research conducted during this program 
provided an understanding of the different areas affecting students, teachers and families in this 
field.  The author recommends that Special Education teachers use this handbook and research as 
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a guide for working with ELL students in SPED classes.  It provides materials to engage 
students, families, and colleagues in different ways to support the students.  However, the 
specific and individual needs of a student with a disability should always be considered prior to 
implementing any of the materials provided in the handbook.  While the handbook addresses the 
surface of collaboration, IEPs, and curriculum, there are additional factors that contribute to a 
student's various needs when learning English in SPED.  One area that is not focused on in this 
handbook is ELL students who are misidentified as having a disability due to their language 
acquisition.  There are resources and studies specifically focused on that particular population 
but this project is concerned with students who are accurately and appropriately identified as 
having a disability regardless of their language acquisition.   
The original intention of this project was to provide a variety of resources and materials 
to students, parents, and teachers.  This was achieved, but due to the time constraints of this 
project, it is not as complete as the author intended, specifically in the area of curriculum.  The 
author suggests that when working on language acquisition for students in SPED classes, the 
teacher collaborates with the ELL/ESL/ELD teacher to provide inclusion opportunities or 
language specific materials to students learning English in the SPED classroom.  This type of 
collaboration can provide the teacher with district curriculum or additional resources ready for 
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